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Speaking and Listening are most often 
presented as individualised skills or 
competences. This perspective is 
emphasised by current assessment 
regimes, which grade learners at different 
levels of competence – for example, the 
Early Learning Goals, the National 
Curriculum statements, EAL stages. A 
similar perspective is also dominant in 
second language acquisition theories  
which construct speaking and listening as 
individual competences. 
 
I want to re-address this balance. In 
contrast, I want to focus on speaking and 
listening as a social and collective practice 
rather than as a neutral skill; to look at 
learning as socially situated rather than as 
an individualised, ‘internal’ developmental 
process.  From this perspective, learning 
is about social participation in the 
practices of different social communities; 
participation in which the learner is also 
active in constructing an identity in relation 
to that community.  
 
We all belong to a number of different 
communities, each with their own 
practices – family, work, school, interest 
groups, and at a larger level, cultural 
groupings. Each develops its own 
routines, rules, conventions, histories, 
ways of judging.  These communities of 
practice are so much a part of our lives, so 
familiar, that we often take their processes 
completely for granted. But an important 
part of pedagogy is about becoming aware 
of how these practices operate, and 
making the ground rules of valued 
practices explicit and transparent, in order 
for learners to succeed. 
 
I am interested in how learners in 
multilingual, multi-ethnic classrooms come 
to be positioned either as competent or 
incompetent members of the community of 
practice which is the school, and what they 
might be learning when they don’t learn 
what it was we were expecting them to 
learn. I try to look at how this positioning 
takes place through interaction in the 
classroom, and how speaking and 
listening practices play an important role in 
the social construction of differential levels 
of ‘ability’. 
 
Drawing on video-taped evidence from 
classrooms in other countries, it is 
possible to see that a wide distribution of 
‘ability’ within a year group, something 
which seems very ‘natural’ to us in the 
West, is not so obvious in other cultures. 
In some school systems in Asia (Korea 
and Japan are examples), expectations of 
children’s progress are very different, and 
whole cohorts are expected to reach the 
same levels of achievement, and to help 
one another to do so.  At the same time, 
no one who is aware of the conditions in 
many rural schools in Africa, with huge 
classes of children sitting on the floor 
sharing few or no resources, could believe 
that those children’s achievements are a 
measure of their ‘ability’ rather than of the 
social context in which they are expected 
to learn. I would like to bring that same 
scepticism to bear on the English 
classroom. 
 
I have recently been working on an ESRC 
research study on secondary school 
English classrooms, in collaboration with 
colleagues at the University of London 
Institute of Education and Keele University 
(Kress et al, 2005). What was striking in 
that project was the way in which, for all 
the teachers in the three schools and nine 
classrooms we worked with, differential 
ability was a taken for granted concept on 
which they based the organisational 
arrangements of their classrooms. 
 
Of course, this ought not to be surprising. 
In English society, we operate day to day 
with a commonsense concept of ability: 
‘He’s a bright kid’; ‘She’s got a talent for it’; 
‘Got the right brains for it’, ‘It runs in the 
family.’ My topic is suddenly very topical in 
that the Prince of Wales this week has 
very recently been quoted in the news 
regretting that people are no longer 
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prepared to accept the limitations of their 
natural levels of ability. 
 
We find the same assumption of fixed and 
innate ability embedded in the discourse of 
primary schools: Schools’ statements of 
aims regularly read: ‘In this school we try 
to meet each child’s needs according to 
their age and ability’. But how do we know 
what a child’s ability or potential is? What 
is the ceiling? We talk of ‘slow learners’, 
‘gifted’ and ‘talented’ children, the ‘very 
able’, there is even a new category of ‘the 
moderately able’. While ‘the able’ may in 
some cases mean ‘those who exceed age 
related expectations’, we also speak of 
those who are ‘underachieving although 
able’.  
There is a common assumption here of an 
underlying ability, intelligence, or potential, 
which is somehow fixed and inbuilt. 
 
This idea has a long history, running right 
back into the 19th century at least, when 
the problematising of social hierarchies by 
birth was replaced by social Darwinism, 
and a new hierarchy of ‘intelligence’, which 
ensured continuity by favouring the upper 
and middle classes. Up until comparatively 
recently, intelligence testing provided what 
was seen as a technically neutral tool for 
allocating and targeting limited resources 
to a selected group of children.  Tests 
were claimed to assess children’s 
suitability for different programmes in 
different types of school.  How kindly we 
told many parents and children that little 
was expected of them! The energy and 
persistence that has gone into convincing 
children that, after all, they are not very 
clever. That the best they can hope for is 
to be good and obedient and not achieve 
academically! 
 
While IQ tests are largely discredited as a 
means of selection, the assumption of 
fixed and differential levels of ability has 
lingered on in our society. This can be 
seen in the rhetoric of ‘meeting each 
child’s needs according to his ability’; but 
also in the powerful national and teacher 
assessments which lead to grouping and 
setting arrangements in schools.  
 
Once allocated to a group, children have 
tended to be given differential tasks with 
expectations of different levels of outcome. 
Children tend not to be shifted from group 
to group, so once allocated to a ‘bottom’ or 
‘top’ group, receiving different tasks and 
different levels of feedback, the gap 
between top and bottom group widens and 
widens, creating a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
In particular, increasing evidence suggests 
that early stage EAL learners are being 
placed in ‘low ability’ sets, and 
consequently exposed to the particular 
type of speaking and listening which, I 
shall argue, takes place in them. 
 
But what if we change focus, and see 
learning not as a result of inbuilt, innate 
ability, but rather as developed in social 
and collective practice. This leads to new 
questions. If learning is legitimate 
peripheral participation (Lave and Wenger)  
in particular communities of practice: what 
are those interactional practices in our 
schools, and how do they position 
learners? Does the way we interact in 
classrooms with our students position 
different learners differently? 
 
However, classroom interaction is not only 
carried out in words, verbal expression, 
but is multi-modally produced, mediated 
through gesture, gaze, posture, and eye 
contact. These modes combine with 
words, or contradict them, in ways that 
communicate strong messages to learners 
about the legitimacy or otherwise of their 
participation in valued practices. 
 
To illustrate this, I want to call on some of 
the evidence collected in the ESRC project 
on the Production of School English, to 
show some of the ways in which different 
levels of ‘ability’ are constructed for and 
with different students in the classroom. 
For a fuller account of the complex ways in 
which ‘ability’ is constructed in interaction, 
I refer you to Kress et al (2005). The point 
of focusing on these examples of 
interaction is not to criticise the teachers 
involved, but to become more aware of 
what is happening as we ourselves 
interact with students, so as to challenge 
and change our own established patterns. 
 
The role of ‘ability’ as an organising 
concept  
In our study just one of the schools we 
worked in ‘streamed’ students according to 
their attainment on entry at 11 years. 
However, even in the more common 
‘mixed ability’ classrooms, teachers 
described their classes in terms of  a ‘top 
ability group’, one or two ‘middle groups’ 
and a ‘low ability group’. Whether in the 
streamed school or in the ‘mixed ability’ 
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classes, ‘low ability groups’ participated in 
very different forms of speaking and 
listening than those encouraged for their 
peers. 
 
In the streamed school teachers described 
different levels of expectation for the 
different groups; for example: 
 ‘I think <only> two or three will get a 
Grade C at GCSE…So consequently I do 
very, very basic things with them…what I 
do with them is very much, putting it 
crudely, simplifying stuff in order for them 
to just finish and complete it really.’  
 
In contrast, a teacher working with a  ‘top’ 
group in the same school explained:  
‘I want them to be reaching the highest 
grades…. I always try and pitch really high 
with them and deliberately make loads of 
assumptions so that if they don’t 
understand or if they don’t know, they can 
ask. But if they start up there, they can see 
where I am wanting to come in at.’  
 
At the same time the teachers were aware 
however that ‘ you can’t escape from the 
notion of sheep and goats… As soon as 
you start setting you end up with this 
bottom set syndrome.’ ….. 
 
Observing a ‘bottom’ stream English  Year 
10 class, we were aware that it included a 
number of students still at an early stage 
of learning English, together with some 
students with ‘special needs’ requiring 
extra support. In fact, at least three other 
adults apart from the English teacher 
himself were present in the room during 
the lessons, sitting next to their own 
‘allocated’ students and helping them 
complete individual work. 
 
How was talk constructed and how was 
‘ability’ realised in this ‘bottom set’? In one 
lesson observed, the teacher’s objective 
was to teach students to make 
comparisons between broadsheet and 
tabloid newspapers by comparing the use 
of ‘emotive words’. He began the class by 
reading out two headlines from a list in his 
hand, and asking students to identify 
which contained the ‘most interesting’ or 
‘emotive’ words:  
‘Right, I am going to read you 3 pairs of 
headlines, OK, and I want you to tell me 
which one you think is more likely to get 
an immediate response from the reader – 
which one sounds more interesting, more 
dramatic, more emotive. OK?  
‘Put your right hand up if it is the first word; 
put your left hand up if it is the second’, he 
told the class, demonstrating. (An example 
of such contrasting headlines was: ‘Fire at 
school’ or ‘School Blaze’.) The class 
mainly sat still and silent. Few hands were 
lifted. Support teachers whispered to their 
‘charges’ or sat silently beside them. 
 
There was the same absence of 
interaction and low level activity in 
groupwork.  The students were asked to 
draw a grid indicating differences between 
the tabloids and broadsheet examples 
they had been given. Drawing this grid 
took up most of the lesson for many 
pupils.  
 
Resistance takes many forms, refusal to 
engage is one of them. In interview with 
our researcher, the students from this 
class were lively and engaging. Yet in 
class, over the whole unit of lessons 
observed, the students showed by their 
posture and gaze that they were 
disengaged from the learning taking place. 
They leant back, avoided eye contact with 
the teacher, spoke expressionlessly, 
sometimes stifling yawns, with the girls 
casting glances and smiles at one another 
if nominated to speak, as if in a conspiracy 
of non-participation. 
 
In his struggle to make contact, to elicit a 
reaction, and to get through the set 
curriculum, the teacher broke the learning 
down into smaller and smaller learning 
chunks, as we have shown above, filling 
the time slot with busy work - drawing the 
grid, filling in worksheets. He told us he felt 
forced to narrow the curriculum:  
‘ I know well the ideal would be that of 
course you open things up, and the more 
you open things up the better they can do. 
But that of course depends on the 
students you are dealing with and the 
context that you are teaching within, and 
we haven’t got the students <in this class> 
with sufficient cultural capital for us to be 
able to say “ well you have got all the 
basics so we can open up the text.” We 
can’t do that really.’ 
 
Looking carefully at the interaction, verbal 
and non-verbal, it is easy to see how the 
teacher in fact closed down 
communication by the way he framed the 
activity (‘hands up’) and  focused the task 
on vocabulary, the selection of single 
words; leaving no space for discussion, for 
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the entry of students’ knowledge and 
understandings drawn from other, outside 
‘communities of practice’. 
 
As Bernstein (1990) argued, education for 
‘low ability’ groups appears be 
instrumental, to focus on ‘facts’, not critical 
reflection nor cultural connectedness.  He 
suggests that the classrooms of those not 
‘selected’ as ‘able’ are impoverished 
places where the meanings, ideas and 
values of learners are rarely called upon. 
As we find many EAL learners placed in 
these ‘low ability’ streams, this is of 
signficance for our understanding of the 
outcome of speaking and listening 
activities in such classrooms.  
 
BUT, in fact for EAL learners, the lesson I 
have just described, focusing on 
vocabulary as it does, is far from easy. 
Students simply do not have the range of 
synonyms required by the exercise, 
choosing the most emotive word, eg 
‘teenager’ or ‘youth’. Yet time after time, it 
is in the so called ‘high ability’ class, set or 
group that, in contrast, we see students 
encouraged to draw on their own 
experience, and out of school, familiar 
discourses, to make sense of and interpret 
texts in school. 
 
To illustrate this, in a streamed ‘higher 
ability’ Year 10 class in the same school, 
we saw students encouraged to interact 
with text, drawing on their own ‘out of 
school’ knowledge and ‘out of school’ 
debating styles, to engage with real 
problems in order to make sense of their 
text. Discussing loyalty between male 
friends in contrast to male/female 
relationships, the teacher encouraged 
debate, the students were animated:  
 
Lucy: It’s like a game. 
Teacher: Mm, its like women and men. 
Men can feel free to talk about your - their 
conquests. 
Lucy: Men disrespect.. 
Teacher: Disrespect  
Amy: Disloyal. 
Teacher: Disloyal (nods)   ……… 
 (The students are all talking at once, then) 
Peter: (Urgently) It is different between 
men and women. But also, a friend - yeah, 
he’s been his friend for years. Her, he 
didn’t even love her too much.  
 
It is not obvious that the vocabulary or the 
task in this class is any harder than that in 
the ‘low ability’ class. What is different is 
the way in which the teacher engages with 
the class and invites the class to engage 
their real lives with the text, using 
experience to interpret the text, and the 
text to help make sense of their lives. 
 
In the last examples, I have looked at 
streamed classrooms. However, I want to 
argue now that this approach to those 
perceived of as ‘low ability’ also takes 
place in ‘mixed ability’ classrooms, though 
in a more subtle form, still through 
differential input and feedback 
constructing ‘sheep’ and ‘goats’. However, 
in these ‘mixed ability’ contexts, EAL 
learners have access to wider possibilities 
of interaction, and thus to potentially more 
advantageous positions in relation to 
perceived ‘ability’. 
 
I want to move on now to a so-called 
‘mixed ability’ classroom context, to show 
a similar pattern of differential engagement 
patterns with those seen as of  ‘high’ or 
‘low’ ability , resulting in the offering of a 
quite different curriculum for different 
groups of pupils within the same 
classroom. 
 
Constructing ability through talk in a 
‘mixed ability’ class 
In Kress et al (2005), we demonstrate this 
by focusing analytically on two episodes 
within a single English lesson, in which a 
teacher works with two consecutive 
groups of students in a multilingual Year 
10 class.  Focusing in detail on two six 
minute episodes of small group work we 
show how the teacher/pupil interaction 
varies in relation to groups she sees as of 
high or low ability, and thus how different 
groups receive very different versions of 
English in the same classroom. 
 
In interview, the teacher explains that her 
strategy for operating in a ‘mixed ability’ 
class is through group work: 
‘That class does have quite a range of 
students and there is quite an able group 
at the top I think, which in some of the 
classes you don’t have as much.  So I 
think that definitely does influence how I 
teach…  I tend to do a lot of group work.  I 
think that helps students learn and I would 
do that with any group.  Even with a group 
that found it difficult I would persevere 
because that’s... where they learn.’ 
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Group 1 (considered by the teacher to be 
of ‘high ability’) consisted of two girls and 
one boy, all of minority ethnic group origin. 
Group 2 (the ‘low ability’ group) consisted 
of four boys, not all of minority group 
background. In the episode that follows, 
the students were all seated at tables in 
groups of three or four. Each group had 
been given one stanza of a poem to 
‘analyse’, and each table had access to 
one or more dictionaries. When watching 
the video of the lesson we were 
immediately struck by the difference in the 
teacher-student interaction between these 
two groups, although the teacher 
happened to spend exactly 6 minutes with 
both groups, one immediately after the 
other. 
 
One difference in the interactions between 
the two groups can be seen immediately 
by simply counting the different 
contributions: 
 
 Teacher Pupil 1 Pupil 2 Pupil 3 
Group1 34 33 16 3 
Group 2 22 10 8 2 
(Kress et al, 2005) 
 
But there is more to it than that. In Group 
1, the teacher and the students talk about 
the poem and are involved in a discussion 
about its meaning, the students ask 
questions, and offer responses, drawing 
on out of school knowledge. The teacher 
shares eye contact with the pupils and 
leans in a relaxed way against the table. 
There is a lot of laughter. With this group, 
the teacher offers control over the text, 
suggesting the possibility of multiple 
interpretations: ‘I mean, you can think 
about the different possible meanings that 
it might have, because you should be 
thinking about different possible 
interpretations, on this table, OK? You can 
decide what you think about the 
interpretation.’ 
 
The teacher and students are here 
involved in a genuine dialogue, relating the 
text to out-of-school knowledge and the 
students’ lives. While Student 3 
contributes little more than the students in 
Group 2, the sort of School English she is 
accessing at her table of a very different 
order to that constructed in the second 
group. 
 
In Group 2, the distribution of utterances is 
very different, with the teacher, at points, 
modelling a dialogue with herself. The 
teacher asks far fewer questions of the 
students here than with the first group, and 
these are all direct questions on 
vocabulary. Thus the teacher and the 
students are involved in an almost entirely 
teacher-led exchange.   
 
Teacher:  ‘An age at least to every part’.  
Erm, an age, that means like a sort of, a 
sort of well I think he means there like a 
period of time, like a generation or 
something. Yeah’. 
Here the teacher appears to be speaking 
for the students. Yet what she models for  
the group is a very simple version of 
‘comprehension’, and one unlikely to help 
them achieve more than a basic grade in 
their GCSE assessment. There is no 
suggestion of the possibility of multiple 
interpretations. 
 
With Group 2, the teacher’s body 
language is also very different. She sits 
head down, working on annotating the 
meaning of words in the text with a penci - 
as if modelling ‘getting on with work’ rather 
than dialogue. She only looks at the pupils 
in the group when asking them direct, 
factual questions about the meaning of 
isolated words in the text. Here, the 
teacher is not engaged in the work of 
encouraging debate but on working out the 
dictionary definitions of words in the text; 
the students are not engaged in the work 
of producing meaning but on developing 
dictionary skills. The focus is not on 
bringing pupils’ real-life knowledge to bear 
on the interpretation of the poem but on 
finding ‘correct’ meanings from 
authoritative texts, the dictionaries. 
 
When a student in Group 2 does offer 
opportunities to introduce debate, consider 
interpretations, this is not taken up, as it 
was with the other group: 
Teacher (reads): ‘My vegetable love 
should grow faster than empires and more 
slow’. What does that mean? What’s he 
talking about his love being? 
Student 2: He likes vegetables. 
Student 1: He’s talking about the fruit of 
his loins. 
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Teacher : That’s a good guess, but I’m not 
quite…. What does, Look up ‘vegetable’ in 
the dictionary, lets see what the meaning 
actually is, there. And what’s an ‘empire’? 
Student 2: It’s like a big, big kingdom. 
Teacher (aside to another table): Right, 
Anna, have you moved onto that next  
task? Well, could you please? Right, 
‘vegetable’? 
Student 1: A plant…. 
 
Contrast this with the teacher’s 
encouragement and indulgence of student 
interpretations and perspectives in Group 
1: 
Teacher:  Can you address some of those 
other questions: The attitude to love, the 
tone of voice, the relationship?…… 
Student 1: OK, he’s trying to persuade 
her to have sex and he does this by 
saying, you know, ‘youthful’, by using that 
word which suggests young, and so he’s 
trying to say time is running out, and you 
know, they’re.. 
Student 2: ‘Let’s do it while we’re young!’ 
Student 1: They’re beautiful now!  
Student 2: Yeah, we’re young, we’re 
vibrant! 
(Teacher and students all laugh) 
 
In Group 2 the students hardly speak, and 
when they do it is in response to the 
teacher’s questions.  The teacher controls 
the interaction: she reads the poem aloud, 
she writes on the poem. The comparison 
with the control of teacher/student 
interaction in the ‘low ability’ class in the 
streamed school described earlier in this 
chapter is also striking. Throughout the 
episode with Group 2, the body posture of 
the students at the table is upright and 
stiff, signalling resistance.  Student 1 sits 
with his arms either under the table, or 
folded.  There are strong echoes with the 
sort of bodily resistance seen in the 
streamed school’s ‘low ability’ class. 
 
As we conclude in our book (Kress et al, 
2005) 
 ‘It seems plain to us that School English is 
produced in different ways with different 
groups of students. That is, what the 
original designers of the national 
curriculum called ‘the same broad and 
balanced curriculum’ takes on different 
meanings, even within the same 
classroom.’ 
 
Different curricula for different groups, but 
why were some groups treated so 
differently? To an observer, the most 
significant difference between the pupils in 
the two groups in the ‘mixed ability’ 
classroom appeared to rest less on any 
obvious difference in the quality of their 
English language skills or in any obvious 
signs of ‘ability’, but rather simply on the 
quantity of work they produced for the 
teacher. The first group got on with the 
task of annotation for meaning, and thus 
got on to play with the text, to address the 
higher order objective of the curriculum - 
to extract meaning beyond the literal. The 
second group were less focused on the 
task, and the result was that their share of 
teacher time was addressed to getting the 
basic task done – that is, a dictionary 
check for ‘correct’ meanings. Does this 
mean that ‘ability’ is really about how far 
pupils are willing to share the teacher’s 
agenda? In this sense, differential levels of 
ability and very different forms of 
curriculum may be said to be co-
constructed between teacher and pupils. 
 
If it is possible that ‘ability’ is co-
constructed over time in this way, it places 
a pressing need on educationalists to 
change the motivation of those in danger 
of being funnelled into a narrow curriculum 
with poor outcomes, to interrupt the cycle 
of lack of engagement leading to less 
engaging lessons.  Instead of devising yet 
more tests to assess and channel 
individuals into different ‘sets’ and groups 
for different curricula, we need to focus on 
and analyse our teaching approaches.  
 
Fuller and Unwin (2004), in their work on 
improving work-based apprenticeships, 
suggest that it should be possible to 
identify a continuum of pedagogic 
approaches from those that are restrictive 
(narrow, reified, limited and short term) to 
those that are more expansive, which offer 
opportunities to link more formal learning 
to different forms of ‘home’ and ‘street’ 
knowledge, to re-interpret experiences, to 
extend students’ identities. To conclude 
this paper, I want to offer, for further 
thought and development, a classroom-
focused adaptation of the Fuller and 
Unwin model, a first stab at a framework 
for examining classroom teaching 
approaches along the continuum from 
those that are more restrictive to those 
that are more expansive. The aim is to try 
to ensure that those currently thought of 
as ‘less able’ are no longer corralled into 
narrow, impoverished forms of learning, 
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but also have the opportunity to gain 
access to the productivity of expansive 
teaching methods.  
 
The expansive/restrictive continuum 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adapted from Fuller, A and Unwin, L (2004)  
 
I would welcome colleagues’ thoughts on 
how we might develop this sort of analysis 
further. 
 
Jill Bourne 
j.bourne@soton.ac.uk 
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Restrictive approaches Expansive approaches  
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Recognition and use of students’ knowledge of 
multiple communities of practice inside and 
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Fast transition to the completion of limited set 
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Gradual transition to full participation in wider 
communities of cultural practice 
 
Assessment to establish ‘ability’, to put in ‘correct’ 
group or set 
Assessment to establish what and where next to 
direct teaching to lift attainment further 
 
 
